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each other. This independent movement enables the pitch, or
spacing, between adjacent substrates to be dynamically
adjusted so that an end effector of a robot can be positioned
between such adjacent substrates to pick one of the substrates
without inadvertently engaging another substrate that is not
being picked. Other embodiments are disclosed.
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PLACE A FIRST GROUP OF SUBSTRATES
ON A FIRST LIF[IN?II(’)ORTION OF A LIFT.

A 4

PLACE A SECOND GROUP OF SUBSTRATES ON A
SECOND LIFTING PS%TION OF THE LIFT.

Y

MOVE THE SECOND GROUP OF SUBSTRATES SUCH THAT A PITCH
BETWEEN ONE OF THE SUBSTRATES IN THE SECOND GROUP AND
ONE OF THE SUBSTRATES IN TSI';IE)FIRST GROUP IS INCREASED.

Y

INSERT AN END EFFECTOR OF A ROBOT BELOW A TARGETED
ONE OF THE SUBSTRATESS48F THE SECOND GROUP.

Y

MOVE THE SECOND GROUP OF SUBSTRATES IN A SECOND
DIRECTION OPPOSITE THE FIRST DIRECTION SO THE TARGETED
SUBSTRATE IS ENGAGEDS\SA(I)ITH THE END EFFECTOR.

Y

REMOVE THE TARGETED SUBSTRATE FROM THE LIFT
USING THE Egl(l)) EFFECTOR.

FIG. 5
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1
DYNAMIC PITCH SUBSTRATE LIFT

FIELD

The present embodiments relate to semiconductor sub-
strate lifts and, more particularly, to semiconductor substrate
lifts used in vacuum environments.

BACKGROUND

Semiconductor substrate processing, such as, for example,
for manufacturing integrated circuits, often includes process-
ing the substrates in a vacuum chamber. The pressure within
the vacuum chamber may be adjusted (e.g., below or above
atmosphere) to facilitate processing of the semiconductor
substrate.

In order to maintain the vacuum chamber at a desired
vacuum pressure, while transferring substrates in and out of
the chamber, a load lock is often employed. For example, one
or more substrates may be placed in the load lock under
atmospheric conditions. The load lock may then be sealed and
the pressure within the load lock may be adjusted (i.e.,
pumped down) to approximate the pressure in the vacuum
chamber. The one or more substrates may then be retrieved
from the load lock and subjected to one or more processing
steps within the vacuum chamber. Moving substrates
between the load lock and one or more processing platens
within the vacuum chamber is often performed with the use of
robotic arms, such as, for example, a selective compliance
assembly robot arm (SCARA). Where multiple substrates are
transferred to the load lock together they may be supported by
a lift, which holds the substrates in a stacked arrangement
with a gap maintained between adjacent substrates. The robot
arm may be inserted into the gap between adjacent substrates
to engage an individual substrate for transfer.

The size and weight of semiconductor substrates continues
to increase. As will be appreciated, the robot arms used to
transport these larger substrates must be able to support these
heavier substrates. At the same time, size constraints within
vacuum chambers may require robot arms to support these
substrates over increasingly longer distances. Due to the
increased weight of the substrates and longer reach require-
ments of the robot arms, the robot arms may droop. In some
cases, this droop may be substantial and may result in contact
between the robot arm and adjacent substrates as the robot
arm is being inserted into the gap between substrates.

One solution is to increase the gap between substrates in
the substrate lift. As will be appreciated, however, such a
solution would require that the size of the load lock be
increased. But increases in load lock sizes would result in
longer pumping and venting times, which would undesirably
increase the time for transferring substrates between vacuum
and atmosphere environments, with a corresponding negative
effect on throughput.

SUMMARY

This Summary is provided to introduce a selection of con-
cepts in a simplified form that are further described below in
the Detailed Description. This Summary is not intended to
identify key features or essential features of the claimed sub-
ject matter, nor is it intended as an aid in determining the
scope of the claimed subject matter.

In one embodiment, an apparatus for dynamically adjust-
ing the pitch between substrates in a stack is described. The
apparatus may include a first lift to support a first group of a
plurality of substrates arranged in a stack and move the first
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group of substrates in a first direction, and a second lift to
support a second group of'the plurality of substrates and move
the second group of substrates in the first direction indepen-
dent of the first group of substrates, the first and second
groups of substrates each including at least one of the plural-
ity of substrates wherein the ones of the plurality of substrates
in each of the first and second groups are difterent.

In one embodiment, a load lock for storing substrates to be
processed in a vacuum chamber is described. The load lock
may include a first opening for receiving a substrate stack
including a plurality of substrates, a second opening for
retrieving a one of the plurality of substrates, and a dynamic
substrate pitch lift. The dynamic substrate lift pitch may
include a first lift to support a first group of the plurality of
substrates and move the first group of substrates in a first
direction, and a second lift to support a second group of the
plurality of substrates and move the second group of sub-
strates in the first direction independent of the first group of
substrates, the first and second groups of substrates each
including at least one of the plurality of substrates wherein the
ones of the plurality of substrates in each of the first and
second groups are different.

In one embodiment, a method for dynamically adjusting
the pitch between substrates in a substrate stack is described.
The method may include supporting a first group of a plurality
of substrates from a substrate stack on a first substrate lift,
supporting a second group of the plurality of substrates on a
second substrate lift, the first and second groups of substrates
each including at least one of the plurality of substrates
wherein the ones of the plurality of substrates in each of the
first and second groups are different, and moving the second
group of substrates in a first direction such that a pitch
between one of the substrates in the second group and one of
the substrates in the first group is increased.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG.1 is atransparent isometric view of a load lock includ-
ing an exemplary dynamic pitch substrate lift according to the
disclosure;

FIG. 2 is an isometric view of the dynamic pitch substrate
lift of FIG. 1;

FIG. 3 is a further isometric view of the dynamic pitch
substrate lift of FIG. 1;

FIGS. 4A-4F depict one embodiment of substrate lifts for
dynamically adjusting the pitch between substrates in a sub-
strate stack; and

FIG. 5 depicts one embodiment of a method for dynami-
cally adjusting the pitch between substrates in a substrate
stack.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

The present embodiments will now be described more fully
hereinafter with reference to the accompanying drawings, in
which some embodiments are shown. The subject matter of
the present disclosure, however, may be embodied in many
different forms and should not be construed as limited to the
embodiments set forth herein. Rather, these embodiments are
provided so that this disclosure will be thorough and com-
plete, and will fully convey the scope of the subject matter to
those skilled in the art. In the drawings, like numbers refer to
like elements throughout.

To address some of the need to move larger and/or heavier
substrates from a stack of substrates in a load lock to a vacuum
chamber, a dynamic pitch substrate lift is provided. In some
examples, a lift, which provides for dynamically adjusting the
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gap between substrates in a substrate stack, is provided. As
such, substrates separated by a gap may be placed in a locking
dock. The gap between two of the substrates in the stack may
then be dynamically adjusted to provide for desired clearance
to transport one of the substrates between the load lock and a
vacuum chamber.

FIG. 1 is a schematic diagram illustrating an example load
lock 100 including a dynamic pitch substrate lift 200. As
depicted, the load lock 100 includes a first opening 110 which
may be used to transfer one or more substrates from an atmo-
spheric environment to the load lock. The first opening 110
may be configured to receive a substrate stack 300 which may
include a plurality of substrates 311-315. Said differently, the
substrate stack 300 may be inserted into the load lock 100
through the first opening 110. As depicted, the load lock
includes a cavity 130 within which substrate stack 300 is
received.

Each of the plurality of substrates 311-315 in the substrate
stack 300 may be separated from immediately adjacent sub-
strates by respective gaps 320. The magnitude of these gaps
320 may be referred to as the “pitch.” While prior substrate
transfer devices have a static pitch, the disclosed lift 200 has
a dynamically adjustable pitch, as will be described more
fully below.

As will be appreciated, the number of substrates in the
substrate stack 300 is shown to facilitate understanding. In
practice, there may be more of fewer substrates in the sub-
strate stack. As such, the number of substrates in the stack
used in the examples provided herein is not intended to be
limiting. For example, some substrate processing systems are
configured to process substrate stacks having 25 substrates in
the stack. Accordingly, the lift 200 may be configured to
support 25 substrates and dynamically adjust the pitch
between ones of these 25 substrates.

The load lock 100 includes a second opening 120 through
which an individual substrate (e.g., one of 311-315) from the
stack 300 can be picked by a vacuum robot (not shown) and
transported to an associated vacuum chamber (not shown) for
processing.

Thus arranged, during operation, the substrate stack 300
can be inserted into the cavity 130 of the load lock 100
through the first opening 110. More particularly, the sub-
strates 311-315 may be handed off from a robot arm (some-
times referred to an atmospheric robot) to the lift 200. Once
the transfer of the substrate stack 300 to the lift 200 has been
completed, the load lock cavity 130 may be sealed and the
load lock interior volume evacuated such that the pressure in
the load lock 100 approaches that of the vacuum chamber.
Each substrate from the substrate stack 300 may then be
individually picked by the vacuum robot and transported
from the cavity 130, through the second opening 120, to the
vacuum chamber where one or more processing steps can be
performed on the picked substrate.

As previously noted, the lift 200 may be configured to
adjust the pitch between adjacent substrates. Thus, the lift
may be configured to move one or more of the substrates of
the substrate stack 300 vertically up or down along the direc-
tion indicated by arrow 400 such that an individual substrate
of'the substrate stack 300 is aligned with the opening 120. An
end effector 460 (FIG. 4C) of the vacuum robot may then be
inserted into the cavity 130 and the individual substrate can be
picked. As previously noted, due to increasing size and
weight of the substrates that may be handled using the dis-
closed lift 200, the vacuum robot may suffer from substantial
droop. Thus, to allow the vacuum robot to retrieve individual
substrates from the stack 300 without inadvertently engaging
adjacent substrates, the lift 200 may be operable to increase
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the pitch between the substrate being retrieved and an adja-
cent substrate positioned immediately below. The cavity 130
is sized such that the lift 200 may move the substrate stack 300
vertically up or down (along the direction of arrow 400) to
allow the vacuum robot to pick each of the substrates in the
substrate stack through the second opening 120.

FIG. 2 shows the lift 200 in greater detail. The lift 200 may
include a first lift portion 210 and a second lift portion 220.
The first and second lift portions 210 and 220 include first and
second shafts 212, 222, respectively. The first and second lift
portions also include first and second lateral support arms
214, 224, attached to respective first and second shafts 212,
222. The first and second shafts 212 and 222 may be control-
lably movable in order to move the first and second lift por-
tions 210, 220 vertically up or down (along the direction of
arrow 400). As will be described in greater detail below, the
first and second lift portions 210, 220 may be moved inde-
pendently of each other. Furthermore, as the first and second
lift portions 210, 220 may be moved up or down (along the
direction of arrow 400), parallel to the longitudinal axes of the
first and second shafts 212, 222. In particular, as the first and
second shafts 212 and 222 may be moved along their longi-
tudinal axes, respective first and second lateral support arms
214 and 224 may be correspondingly moved. Because the
first and second lateral support arms 214, 224 engage indi-
vidual substrates in the substrate stack 300, the substrates are
moved up or down (along the direction of arrow 400) as the
associated first or second shaft 212, 222 move up and down.

In various examples, the first and second lift portions 210
and 220 may be moved up or down (along the direction of
arrow 400) to raise or lower the substrates 311-315 in the
cavity 130. More specifically, one or both of the first and
second lift portions 210 and 220 may be moved up or down
(along the direction of arrow 400) together in order to align
one of the substrates in the substrate stack 300 with the second
opening 120. Furthermore, the first and second lift portions
210 and 220 may be moved independently of each other in
order to dynamically adjust the pitch between adjacent sub-
strates in the substrate stack 300.

The first and second lateral support arms 214, 224 may be
configured to support every other substrate in the substrate
stack 300. More specifically, the first lateral support arm 214
may be configured to support substrates 311, 313, and 315,
while the second lateral support arm 224 may be configured to
support substrates 312 and 314. As such, a single lateral
support arm supports every other substrate. In this way, every
other substrate in the substrate stack 300 may be moved up or
down (along the direction of arrow 400) independently of the
adjacent substrates in the substrate stack.

To engage the individual substrates, the first and second
lateral support arms 214, 224 include a plurality of first and
second substrate support towers 216, 226, respectively. The
first and second substrate support towers 216, 226 may extend
vertically from respective distal ends 215, 225 of the first and
second lateral support arms 214, 224. The plurality of firstand
second substrate support towers 216, 226 can include a plu-
rality of first and second laterally extending tines 218, 228,
respectively, upon which the substrates in the stack 300 may
be supported along a peripheral portion thereof.

The illustrated configuration of the first and second sub-
strate support towers 216, 226 and first and second lateral
support arms 214, 224 is merely an exemplary implementa-
tion, and is not intended to be limiting. For example, in the
illustrated embodiment the first and second lateral support
arms 214, 224 each include three distal ends 215, 225, though
this is not critical and greater or fewer distal ends can be
provided, as desired. In addition, the second lateral support
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arm includes a U-shaped cutout 227 so that the first and
second lateral support arms 214, 224 can cross each other in
order to appropriately support different alternating sub-
strates. Itis contemplated that a variety of alternative physical
configurations for the first and second lateral support arms
can be employed without departing from the scope of the
present disclosure.

FIG. 3 shows the lift 200 separate from the previously
described substrates. In this view the first and second lift
portions 210, 220, first and second shafts 212, 222, and the
first and second lateral support arms 214, 224 can be seen.
Furthermore, first and second actuators 230, 240 are also
shown as being associated with the first and second shafts
212, 222, respectively. The first actuator 230 (e.g., a motor, a
servo, a gear, or the like,) is configured to move the first shaft
212 up or down (along the direction of arrow 400). Likewise,
the second actuator 240 (e.g., a motor, a servo, a gear, or the
like,) is configured to move the second shaft 222 up or down
(along the direction of arrow 400).

The first and second actuators 230, 240 are coupled to a
mounting bracket 250 that itself is coupled to the load lock
100. The mounting bracket 250 includes a coupling that sup-
ports the first and second actuators 230, 240. As depicted, the
second actuator 240 may be coupled to the first shaft 212 via
clamp 255 configured to attach the second actuator 240 the
first shaft 212 so that second actuator 240 may “ride along” or
move in conjunction with the movement of the shaft 212.
Accordingly, when the shaft 212 is moved along the direction
of arrow 400, the shaft 222 may also be moved in that direc-
tion. The second actuator 240 is further configured to move
the second shaft 222 independently of the first shaft 212. Thus
arranged, the second shaft 224 may be moved by a different
amount, and/or in a different direction, from the first shaft
212.

The lift 200 may also include a controller 260 for control-
ling the movements of the lift 200 as described herein. The
controller 260 may include a processor 262 (e.g., micropro-
cessor, central processing unit, or the like) configured to
execute instructions for controlling the movements of the first
and second shafts 212 and 214. More specifically, the con-
troller 260 may be configured to control the first and second
actuators 230, 240 such that the lift 200 can adjusts the pitch
between selected substrates, thus facilitating the transfer of
substrates into and out of the load lock 100.

The controller 260 may also include a memory 264 for
storing a control application 266, which when executed by the
processor 262 causes the lift 200 to be operated as described
herein. In one non-limiting exemplary embodiment the
memory is a non-transient memory. Further non-limiting
examples include EEPROM, SSD, EPROM, ROM, hard disk
drive or the like.

In operation, a substrate stack 300 may be introduced into
the cavity 130 by an atmospheric robot (not shown). Specifi-
cally, the substrates of the substrate stack 300 may be inserted
one ata time, in groups, or all at once through the first opening
110 and into the cavity 130. Once in the cavity 130, the
substrates may be positioned between the first and second
support towers 216, 226, above respective first and second
tines 218, 228. The controller 260 may then activate the lift
200 to move the first and second support towers 216, 226 up
(along the direction of arrow 400) such that the tines 218 and
228 engage the underside of the associated substrate(s) and to
lift the substrate(s) up and away from the atmospheric robot.
During this operation the first and second shafts 212, 222 may
move together.

The cavity 130 then may be sealed and pumped down. The
lift 200 may be moved up or down (along the direction of
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arrow 400) to align a targeted substrate within the stack 300
with the second opening 120. More specifically, the shafts
214 and 212 may be moved (e.g., by activating the first actua-
tor 230) such that the targeted substrate is aligned with the
second opening 120. The pitch between the targeted substrate
and an adjacent substrate (e.g., the substrate below the tar-
geted substrate) may be adjusted (see FIGS. 4A-4F) to pro-
vide a desired clearance for inserting an end effector of the
vacuum robot. For example, the pitch may be increased (i.e.,
the spacing between the targeted substrate and the next adja-
cent substrate below the targeted substrate may be increased)
in order to accommodate the droop of the vacuum robot arm.
Once the end effector of the vacuum robot is positioned
beneath the targeted substrate, the lift 200 may be moved
downward (along the direction of arrow 400) to transfer sup-
port of the substrate from the tines (e.g., 218 or 228) to the
vacuum robot end effector. The end effector may then remove
the targeted substrate from the stack and transfer it to the
processing chamber.

In general, the pitch between adjacent substrates may be
adjusted by moving the first and second shafts 212, 222 up or
down with respect to each other along the direction of arrow
400. This can be done by moving one of the first and second
shafts 212, 222 and leaving the other shaft stationary. Alter-
natively, the first and second shafts 212, 222 can be moved in
opposite directions. Because the first and second shafts 212,
222 are coupled to different substrates, the relative movement
of'the first and second shafts will cause corresponding relative
movement of the substrates.

The targeted substrate may be returned to the cavity 130 by
the vacuum robot simply by reversing the above process
(refer to FIGS. 4A-4F). Another substrate may then be
selected and transferred as described above. It will be appre-
ciated that the substrates of the stack can be picked from and
returned to the lift 200 in sequence, or multiple substrates can
be picked prior to returning any substrates to the lift.

FIGS. 4A-4F are block diagrams illustrating example
movements of the support arms, and consequently, substrates
in a substrate stack. A lift 405 includes a first lift portion 410
and a second lift portion 420. It will be appreciated that lift
405, including the first and second lift portions 410, 420 may
include some or all of the features and functionalities of the
1ift 100 and first and second lift portions 210, 220 described in
relation to FIGS. 1-3.

Each of the first and second lift portions 410, 420 are
illustrated supporting two substrates of a four-substrate stack
430. More specifically, the first lift portion 410 is shown
supporting substrates 431 and 433 while the second lift por-
tion 420 is shown supporting substrates 432 and 434. As
depicted, the substrates 431-434 are supported on tines 418,
428 of the respective first and second lift portions 410, 420. In
general, FIGS. 4A-4F depict the process of dynamically
adjusting the pitch between substrates 432 and 433 for pur-
poses of picking substrate 432 and transferring it to a pro-
cessing chamber. It will be appreciated, however, the
sequence and operations described may be performed to
dynamically adjust the pitch between any two substrates for
removal and/or reinsertion of a substrate from the lift 400.

Referring to FIG. 4A, substrates 431-434 are supported by
either the first lift portion 410 or the second lift portion 420.
Pitches between substrates are also shown. Namely, pitch 451
is shown as the gap between substrates 431 and 432, pitch 452
is shown as the gap between substrates 432 and 433, and pitch
453 is shown as the gap between substrates 433 and 434. As
can be seen in FIG. 4A, the pitches 451-453 are substantially
the same. The substrate stack may be referred to as being in a
first state when the pitches between adjacent substrates are
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substantially the same. In some embodiments, the first state
may correspond to the state of the lift 405 when it receives
substrates from the atmospheric load lock. In some exem-
plary non-limiting embodiments, the pitch between adjacent
substrates in the stack may be approximately 12 mm in the
first state.

Turning now to FIG. 4B, in preparation for removal of
substrate 432 (FIG. 4A) from the stack, pitch 452 may be
increased by moving the second lift portion 420 up (along the
direction of arrow 400) while maintaining the first lift portion
410 stationary. As depicted, after the second lift portion 420 is
moved upward, the pitches 451 and 453 are reduced, while
pitch 452 is increased. The result is that more space is pro-
vided between substrates 432 and 433 to receive the end
effector 460 (FIG. 4C) of the vacuum robot. In this position
the substrate stack may be referred to as being in a second
state when the pitch between two of the substrates in the stack
is increased. In some examples, a pitch between two sub-
strates (e.g., the pitch 452) may be increased by approxi-
mately 7 mm to result in a total pitch of approximately 18 mm
in the second state. In the illustrated embodiment, dynami-
cally increasing the pitch by approximately 7 mm leaves the
remaining pitches at approximately 4 mm with a 2 mm gap
between the top of the substrates and the undersides of the
tines directly above the substrates. More particularly, in some
embodiments, the substrates 431-434 may be 1 mm thick,
while the tines are 2 mm thick. As such, by moving the lift 420
up by 7 mm, one of the pitches will be increased to 18 mm
while the other pitches will be reduced to 4 mm. It will be
appreciated that these dimensions are not critical, and that
other pitch values in the first and second states can also be
used.

Turning now to FIG. 4C, an end effector 460 of a vacuum
robot (not shown) may be inserted between substrates 432
and 433 when the substrate stack is in the second state. In FIG.
4D, the second lifting portion 420 is moved downward (along
the direction of arrow 400) to reduce the pitch 452 between
substrates 432 and 433 so that substrate 432 is dropped down
into engagement with the end effector 460. In some embodi-
ments, the end effector 460 may engage the substrate 432
when the substrate stack is returned to the first state. As shown
in FIG. 4E, the second lifting portion 420 has been moved
downward (along the direction of arrow 400) such that sup-
port of the substrate 432 is transferred from the tines 428 of
the second lifting portion to the end effector 460. The sub-
strate stack may be referred to as being in a third state when
support of one of the substrates in the stack is transferred to
the end effector 460. Turning now to FIG. 4F, substrate 432
has been removed from the lift 405.

It will be appreciated that the actual movement of the
second lifting portion 420 to place the substrate stack in the
third position may be dependent upon which substrate is
being supported by the end effector 460, as well as the dis-
tance between the support tines 418, 428 for the targeted
substrate and the substrate located immediately below the
targeted substrate. In addition, although the previous descrip-
tion described movement of the second lifting portion 420 to
effect removal of substrate 432, it will be appreciated that the
first lifting portion 410 may be moved (again, along the direc-
tion of arrow 400) to facilitate removal of a substrate sup-
ported by the first tines 418 (e.g., substrate 431 or substrate
433). In addition, although the process has been described in
relation to one lifting portion moving while another lifting
portion remains stationary, it is also contemplated that a
desired pitch adjustment may be obtain by moving both the
first and second lifting portions 410, 420 in opposite direc-
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tions. It will also be appreciated that a similar, but reversed,
process can be used to return a substrate to the lift 405.

As stated above, the examples of dynamically adjusting the
pitch between two substrates in a stack may be generalized to
apply to the other substrates in the stack not depicted in the
examples. More specifically, the pitch between any substrate
in stack may be dynamically adjusted by moving one of the
first or second lifting portions such that the substrates in the
stack supported by the moved lift are moved. As such, an end
effector may be used to access any of the substrates in a stack,
even where the pitch between the substrates (while in the first
state) may be too small to accommodate the end effector
without causing unwanted contact between the end effector
and a substrate.

FIG. 5 is a flow diagram of a method 500 for dynamically
adjusting a substrate pitch according to an embodiment of the
present disclosure. The method 500 is described with respect
to the lift 200 depicted in FIGS. 1-3. However, it is to be
appreciated, that the method 500 may be practiced using other
lifts having independently moveable lifting portions.

At step 510, a first group of substrates from a substrate
stack 300 may be placed on a first lifting portion of a lift 200.
At step 520, a second group of substrates from the substrate
stack 300 may be placed on a second lifting portion of the lift
200. The first group of substrates may be interleaved with the
second groups of substrates on the lift 200 so that substrates of
said first group of substrates are alternatingly supported adja-
cent to substrates of said second group of substrates.

At step 530, the second group of substrates are moved in a
first direction such that a pitch between one of the substrates
in the second group and one of the substrates in the first group
is increased. In one embodiment, the second lifting portion
may move in the first direction such that the second group of
substrates is moved while the first group of substrates remains
stationary. Specifically, one of the substrates in the first group
may be moved further away from one of the substrates in the
second group such that the pitch between the two substrates in
increased. At step 540 an end effector of a robot may be
inserted below a targeted one of the substrates of the second
group. At step 550, the second group of substrates may be
moved in a second direction opposite to that of the first
direction so that the targeted substrate is engaged with the end
effector. At step 560, the end effector removes the targeted
substrate from the lift.

The present disclosure is not to be limited in scope by the
specific embodiments described herein. Indeed, other various
embodiments of and modifications to the present disclosure,
in addition to those described herein, will be apparent to those
of ordinary skill in the art from the foregoing description and
accompanying drawings. Thus, such other embodiments and
modifications are in the tended to fall within the scope of the
present disclosure. Furthermore, although the present disclo-
sure has been described herein in the context of a particular
implementation in a particular environment for a particular
purpose, those of ordinary skill in the art will recognize that
its usefulness is not limited thereto and that the present dis-
closure may be beneficially implemented in any number of
environments for any number of purposes. Thus, the claims
set forth below should be construed in view of the full breadth
and spirit of the present disclosure as described herein.

What is claimed is:
1. A dynamic pitch substrate lift between substrates in a
stack, comprising:
a first lift portion for supporting a first group of a plurality
of substrates arranged in a stack, and for moving the first
group of substrates in a first direction; and
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a second lift portion for supporting a second group of the
plurality of substrates, and for moving the second group
of substrates in the first direction independent of the first
group of substrates,

the first lift portion comprising a first lateral support arm
having first vertically oriented substrate support towers
disposed at opposite distal ends of the first lift portion,
each of the first vertically oriented substrate support
towers including a plurality of first laterally extending
tines for supporting the first group substrates along a
peripheral portion thereof; and

the second lift portion comprising a second lateral support
arm having second vertically oriented substrate support
towers disposed at opposite distal ends of the second lift
portion, each of the second vertically oriented substrate
support towers including a plurality of second laterally
extending tines for supporting the second group of sub-
strates along a peripheral portion thereof;

wherein the first and second lift portions are configured to
support the first and second groups of the plurality of
substrates such that alternating substrates in the stack are
supported by the first lift portion.

2. The dynamic pitch substrate lift of claim 1, the first and
second lift portions each including a shaft connected to an
actuator, the actuator configured to move the shaft in the first
direction.

3. The dynamic pitch substrate lift of claim 2, wherein the
shaft of the second lift is coupled to the shaft of the first lift
such that movement of the shaft of the first lift causes a
corresponding movement in the shaft of the second lift.

4. The dynamic pitch substrate lift of claim 3, wherein the
first and second lateral support arms are coupled to the first
and second shafts, respectively.

5. The dynamic pitch substrate lift of claim 4, wherein each
of'the plurality of supporting tines comprises a planar support
surface oriented perpendicularto an associated one of the first
and second pluralities of vertically oriented substrate support
towers.

6. The dynamic pitch substrate lift of claim 1, wherein the
first and second lift portions are configured to move in unison
in the first direction.

7. The dynamic pitch substrate lift of claim 1, wherein
moving the first lift portion with respect to the second lift
portion adjusts a distance between adjacent ones of said plu-
rality of substrates.

8. A load lock for storing substrates to be processed, the
load lock comprising:

a first opening for receiving a substrate stack including a

plurality of substrates;

a second opening for retrieving a substrate of the plurality
of substrates; and

a dynamic pitch substrate lift comprising:

afirstlift portion for supporting a first group of the plurality
of substrates and to move the first group of substrates in
a first direction; and

a second lift portion to support a second group of the
plurality of substrates and to move the second group of
substrates in the first direction independent of the first
group of substrates, the first and second groups of sub-
strates each including at least one of the plurality of
substrates wherein the ones of the plurality of substrates
in each of the first and second groups alternate,

the first lift portion comprising a first lateral support arm
having first vertically oriented substrate support towers
disposed at opposite distal ends of the first lift portion,
each of the first vertically oriented substrate support
towers including a plurality of first laterally extending
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tines for supporting the first group substrates along a
peripheral portion thereof; and

the second lift portion comprising a second lateral support

arm having second vertically oriented substrate support
towers disposed at opposite distal ends of the second lift
portion, each of the second vertically oriented substrate
support towers including a plurality of second laterally
extending tines for supporting the second group of sub-
strates along a peripheral portion thereof;

wherein moving the first lift portion in the first direction

adjusts a distance between adjacent ones of said plural-
ity of substrates.

9. The load lock of claim 8, the first and second lift portions
each including a shaft connected to an actuator, the actuator
configured to move the shaft in the first direction.

10. The load lock of claim 9, wherein the shaft of the
second lift is coupled to the shaft of the first lift such that
movement of the shaft of the first lift causes a corresponding
movement in the shaft of the second lift.

11. The load lock of claim 10, the first and second lateral
support arms coupled to the first and second shafts, respec-
tively.

12. The load lock of claim 8, wherein each of the plurality
of supporting tines comprises a planar support surface ori-
ented perpendicular to an associated one of the first and
second pluralities of vertically oriented substrate support
towers.

13. The load lock of claim 8, wherein the first and second
lift portions are configured to move in unison in the first
direction.

14. The load lock of claim 8, wherein moving the first lift
portion with respect to the second lift portion adjusts a dis-
tance between adjacent ones of said plurality of substrates.

15. A method of dynamically adjusting the pitch between
substrates in a substrate stack, the method comprising:

supporting a first group of a plurality of substrates on a first

lift portion;
supporting a second group of the plurality of substrates on
a second lift portion;

the first lift portion comprising a first lateral support arm
having first vertically oriented substrate support towers
disposed at opposite distal ends of the first lift portion,
each of the first vertically oriented substrate support
towers including a plurality of first laterally extending
tines for supporting the first group substrates along a
peripheral portion thereof;

the second lift portion comprising a second lateral support

arm having second vertically oriented substrate support
towers disposed at opposite distal ends of the second lift
portion, each of the second vertically oriented substrate
support towers including a plurality of second laterally
extending tines for supporting the second group of sub-
strates along a peripheral portion thereof; and

moving the second group of substrates in a first direction

independent of the first group of substrates such that a
pitch between one of the substrates in the second group
and one of the substrates in the first group is changed.

16. The method of claim 15, wherein the plurality of sub-
strates comprises a substrate stack, the first group of sub-
strates including every other one of the plurality of substrates
and the second group of substrates includes the ones of the
plurality of substrates not included in the first group of sub-
strates.

17. The method of claim 15, further comprising moving the
second group of substrates in the first direction such that a
pitch between adjacent substrates is reduced.
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18. The method of claim 17, further comprising picking
one of the plurality of substrates with an end effector of a
robot.
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